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A Summary of the Report on Higher
Education and Economic Growth
BY GWEN GRAHAM

I

n 2004 Governor Jennifer Granholm appointed a 41-member commission known as the Lt. Governor's Commission on Higher Education and Economic Growth, also referred to as the Cherry Commission. The members of this commission, chaired by Lt. Governor John Cherry, were appointed by Governor Granholm for the
purpose of exploring the ways in which Michigan can strengthen its commitment to education and economic
growth. Attention was particularly focused on how Michigan can double the number of new college graduates
within the state over the next 10 years, as well as shrinking the gap between students who express an interest
in attending college, but never enroll. Meeting four times over a six-month period, the members submitted their
final report to Governor Granholm on December 31, 2004.
The Cherry Commission was charged by the Governor "to develop a set of powerful ideas that would transform
Michigan's education system and help the state make the transition into today's economy by instilling in all

residents the aspiration for education beyond high
school, developing their ability to achieve postsecondary success, and providing them with access to a wide
variety of learning institutions."

•

The gap in earnings between persons with a
high school diploma or less compared to those
with an associate's, bachelor's, or advanced
degree has been widening since 1975.

The commission's policy recommendations were that the
state's higher education system should meet three goals:

•

Over the past 30 years per capita income
growth in Michigan has decreased by 12
percent relative to the U.S. average, putting
Michigan well behind the best-educated states.

•

In leading states, 40 percent of adults have an
associate's or higher degree and 33 percent of
adults have a baccalaureate or higher degree.
The comparable figures in Michigan are 29
and 22 percent, respectively.

•

Eight percent of Michigan's residents have
a master's or higher degree, compared to 14
percent in the leading states.

•

Thirty-seven percent of 18-24-year-olds are
enrolled in institutions of higher education,
well behind leading states that enroll up to 48
percent.

•

41 percent of the students enter college, 29
percent remain in college after 2 years, and 18
percent graduate within 6 years.

1.

2.

3.

Double the percentage of residents who attain
postsecondary degrees or other credentials
that link them to success in Michigan's new
economy.
Improve the alignment of Michigan's institutions of higher education with emerging employment opportunities in the state's economy.
Build a dynamic workforce of employees who
have the talents and skills needed for success
in the 21st century.

In making the case for the recommendations, the
following statistics were cited:
•

Each year of college attainment enables an
individual to increase annual earnings by an
average of 10 percent.

Gwen Graham is a past president of the
Michigan Reading Association and currently
serves as chair of Michigan Reading
Association's Literacy Assessment Committee.
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The share of Michigan adults over the age of 25
participating in postsecondary education has
declined in the past decade from 5.4 percent
to 4.1 percent, putting Michigan even further
behind the leading states where up to 6.5 percent of all adults aged 25 and older are enrolled
in some form of postsecondary learning.

•

Just over half of Michigan's residents who
seek a bachelor's degree will complete it
within 6 years-a rate significantly lower
than that of the leading states.

•

Twenty-five percent of Michigan's residents
over the age of 25 have some college experience but no degree or credential.

•

The statistics are worse for Michigan's African
American and Hispanic residents and those
who live in rural or less developed areas.

•

The national Adult Literacy Survey estimates
44 percent of all Michigan adults have literacy
levels too low to function adequately in today's
society.

Factors that affect Michigan's poor performance in
attaining postsecondary degrees include:
•

Too many students drop out of high school.

•

One in four Michigan students who start high
school fails to graduate (more than 150,000
students annually).

•

25 percent of Michigan high schools did not
attain acceptable student scores in math and
reading.

•

Only 30 percent of students who graduate
from high school take a course of study rigorous enough to prepare them for postsecondary
education.

•

Ninety percent of Michigan's ninth graders
say they want to go on to college, but only 41
percent enroll directly out of high school and
only 18 percent graduate with a bachelor's
degree.

To further exacerbate the problem, Michigan is losing
many of its educated citizens to states where dynamic
cities are known as great places to live and work. Net
out-migration of Michigan residents stands at 11.2
percent overall and is acute among educated 22-29year-olds.
•

14

Michigan lost 11,665 residents with bachelor's
degrees in the 22-29-year-old age group, while

California gained 140,588. The average net
migration for all states was a gain of 6,929. 1
•

Michigan is 45th in the country in attracting
young, educated people to the state.

These statistics underscore the commission's case that
Michigan has not kept up with attracting knowledgeable citizens. Michigan's economic base in the 20 th
century was dependent upon automobile manufacturing, furniture making, pharmaceutical, and chemical
industries. Workers did not need a formal education
to earn middle class incomes; however, in the 21 st
century, Michigan's economic generators need "reengineering'' to keep Michigan economically competitive on the international market. Knowledge is the
key to economic growth and opportunity. As such, this
re-engineering demands that Michigan ensures that
its citizens are "the best educated in the world and
prepared for a lifetime of learning."
As dire as the statistics paint the picture, it is important to remember that Michigan has strong assets
that will help it become competitive in the economy
once again. Michigan is still a major economic power.
It is a decision-making center and research and
design and engineering center for automobiles and
related advanced manufacturing industries. Michigan ranks in the first quartile nationally for people
employed in high-tech occupations compared to the
rest of the nation. Michigan has a $34.30 research and
development investment per capita (2001), above the
national average ($30. 70 per capita) and behind only
Iowa ($55.60), Wisconsin ($45.40), Indiana ($40.50),
and California ($34.40). Michigan's comparative
advantage is linked to a statewide network of highly
regarded public and private universities, colleges,
community colleges, and training institutions that
make Michigan:

•

4 th in the nation for total research and development expenditures as a percentage of gross
state product
7th in the percentage of science and engineering degrees granted each year

•

9th in the number of patents issued .

To address the urgency of Michigan's educational and
economic situation, the Cherry Commission made bold
and ambitious recommendations to raise the bar so that
every student is college-ready academically. The recommendations from the commission are as follows (the
shaded areas are taken directly from the Cherry Report):
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1. MAKE HIGHER EDUCATION UNIVERSAL
The commission recommends that Michigan, over the next decade, forge a new compact
with its residents: an expectation that all students will achieve a postsecondary degree
or credential coupled with a guarantee from the state of financial support linked to
the achievement of that goal. This commitment to universal higher education should
strive to remove financial and other barriers to degree and credential completion and
end, once and for all, the idea that postsecondary education is an option rather than a
necessity. The compact will send a powerful message to Michigan's current residents and
businesses and to those it hopes to attract: Michigan will set and reach the new standard
of educational achievement in America.
2. SET HIGH EXPECTATIONS FOR HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS THROUGH RIGOROUS
STANDARDS AND CURRICULUM
• The commission recommends that the State Board of Education develop by the 20062007 school year rigorous high school standards that reflect the competencies
necessary for postsecondary success and readiness for the world of work. The
commission further recommends that school districts require all students to take
courses that will allow them to achieve these new standards and, by extension,
postsecondary success. Guidance from the State Board of Education/Michigan
Department of Education should be provided in the form of a new high school
curricular framework to guide the teaching for all students in grades 9-12.
• The commission anticipates that the subject matter required to reach the new
standards can and will be delivered through a variety of contexts, teaching
styles, and course selections. But the commission categorically rejects the idea
that schools should offer to students a curriculum that does not prepare them
for postsecondary success. Until this curricular framework is established, the
commission recommends that districts adopt a curriculum (i.e. course of study) that
reflects rigorous standards for all students, such as that of the Presidents Council,
State Universities of Michigan, and the requirements for becoming a Michigan
Scholar. Once established, the new Michigan high school standards and curricular
framework should be adopted by school districts for all students.
niversities o

ege-prep curricu um source:

•
•
•
•
•

igan

Four years of English
Four years of math, including Algebra I and II, and geometry
Four years of science, including biology, chemistry and physics
Three and a half years of social studies, including U.S. history, world
history, world geography, economics, and government.
Two ears of a forei lan

3. A NEW HIGH SCHOOL ASSESSMENT FOR USE IN 2007-2008 TO REPLACE THE HIGH
SCHOOL LEVEL MEAP.
• The commission recommends that legislation be passed calling for a new high school
assessment for use in the 2007-2008 school year to replace the high school-level MEAP.
This assessment must:
a. Be an accepted test for college readiness for the purpose of admission
b. Increase students' aspirations to attend institutions of postsecondary education
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c. Measure individual student performance against the new Michigan standards
d. Be useful for aligning curriculum, course sequences, and grade-level content
against the standards
e. Be valid as the high school assessment required under federal law (No Child Left
Behind)
• While it should produce a score on a recognized college entrance exam, this
assessment should also measure students' competence and adherence to the full array
of Michigan's new high school standards. The commission further recommends that
until a new assessment is deployed, Michigan school districts adopt a high expectation
for students aspiring to enroll in postsecondary education --corresponding to a
composite score of 22 on the ACT program or an equivalent college entrance exam (the
level of 22 being strongly correlated with successful completion of a postsecondary
degree).
CREATE A CULTURE OF ENTREPRENEURSHIP
a. The State Board of Education must integrate entrepreneurial skills and education into
Michigan's K-12 standards
b. Michigan's two and four year higher education institutions must create a Center
of Excellence of Entrepreneurship and Innovation as a network to cultivate
entrepreneurial education and activities among Michigan community colleges,
universities, and business and community partners.
c. Michigan's two and four year higher education institutions must develop and offer
entrepreneurial degree or certificate programs and enhance existing degree programs
with entrepreneurship skills and training.
d. The Michigan Department of Labor and Economic Growth and Michigan's K-12 and
higher education associations must add to current, initial efforts to create 75-100
partnerships among Michigan's community colleges, universities, and K-12 systems
that offer an entrepreneurial curriculum leading to certificates and degrees.
IMPLEMENT NEW STRATEGIES FOR HIGH SCHOOL SUCCESS.
Before the decade is over, Michigan's government, business, education, and civic
leadership must put in place a network of newly fashioned secondary schools and
learning environments. This effort must be on a scale sufficient to effectively serve every
school community where students are dropping out in large numbers or are not achieving
Michigan's high expectations for learning. Refashioned high school environments must be
formed around research-based models that engage and motivate students. Proven models
include small high schools, blended high school and postsecondary institutions, and
career and other themed and contextualized learning environments.
EQUIP EDUCATORS AND ADMINISTRATORS TO SUPPORT THE HIGH-EXPECTATIONS
HIGH SCHOOL PATH
Michigan's school districts must make the creation of the high-expectations learning
environment the central focus of professional development activities at the secondary
school level. Intermediate school districts and two and four year higher education
institutions in partnership with business and communities, must develop new strategies
and resources for professional development that will allow teachers to help all students
meet the new rigorous standards.
CREATE COMMUNITY COMPACTS FOR EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT
Michigan local government leaders (from mayors to county commissioners) must join with
business, labor, and education leaders to organize "community compacts" that increase
local postsecondary participation by 5 percent each year for the next ten years. Each
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community should establish baselines for postsecondary participation and set targets
for annual improvement, focusing efforts on students who are unlikely to attend college.
As part of these local compacts, public and private universities, colleges, community
colleges, and postsecondary training institutions should create partnerships with local
school districts and high schools with low rates of students going on to college.
8. IMPROVE INSTITUTIONAL COMPLETION MEASURES
The leadership bodies of Michigan two and four year higher education institutions must
ensure that each public and private higher education institution sets its own success
goals and benchmarks for student progress and degree completion that emphasize timely
progression to the degree. Such goals and measures should be based on each school's
unique mission and population, but with attention to the success among subgroups within
the student body (e.g., minorities and women). Goals, measures, and results are to be
reported annually, beginning with 2005-2006 academic year.
9. EXPAND ACCESS TO BACCALAUREAT INSTITUTIONS AND DEGREES
Michigan's higher education institutions must examine the availability and
•
geographic coverage of higher education services and put in place the necessary
partnerships to ensure that residents in ALL PARTS OF THE STATE have access to
two and four year baccalaureate programs.
Universities that currently grant applied baccalaureate degrees must forge new
•
partnerships with community colleges to expand the availability of this credential.
In addition, the Michigan legislature must pass enabling legislation during the 20052006 legislative session that defines the criteria and process by which Michigan
community colleges may offer applied baccalaureate degrees in response to unmet
economic, employer, or community needs in their service regions where partnership
arrangements have failed to meet these needs.
10. EXPAND OPPORTUNITIES FOR "EARLY COLLEGE" ACHIEVEMENT
The legislature must replace the current dual enrollment funding system during the 20052006 legislative session with a system that provides incentives for collaboration between
secondary and postsecondary institutions.
Michigan's school districts must expand opportunities for dual enrollment and for
taking college credit courses so that 50 percent of the state's high school students are
earning college credit by 2015. All school districts, even those with the most academically
challenged schools, should achieve a minimum enrollment of 10 percent.
11. IMPROVE TRANSFER PROCESS AND AWARD DUAL DEGREES
•
Michigan's two and four year higher education institutions must create by 2006 a
statewide "Transfer Wizard": a website containing course articulation and transfer
information for all Michigan institutions, clearly identifying what courses are
accepted, and where.
•
Michigan's higher education institutions must establish by 2006 the Michigan
Milestone Compact. This compact would grant to a student transferring from a
community college to a four-year degree granting institution an associate's degree
or other credential/degree by the community college partner following completion
of necessary course work conforming to agree-upon learning outcomes.
12. INCREASE THE NUMBER OF POSTBACCALAUREATE PROFESSIONALS
•
Michigan businesses and foundations must create a significant endowment to fund
scholarships for Michigan students to pursue postbaccalaureate degrees at our
higher education institutions, with priority for key disciplines such as science and
engineering.
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Michigan's higher education and business community must partner to greatly
expand internship opportunities for undergraduate and graduate students and
faculty. Such efforts should use public or privately funded stipends to create
incentives for students working in emerging fields.
Michigan's universities must expand dual enrollment programs to allow
•
undergraduate students to move efficiently and seamlessly to postbaccalaureate
degree achievement.
13. TARGET ADULTS SEEKING TO COMPLETE POSTSECONDARY CREDENTIALS
Michigan's postsecondary education institutions must lead community-based outreach
campaigns that, over the next ten years, will recruit half of the 1.5 million adults with
limited postsecondary education to return and complete their degree. These efforts
should include an "amnesty" on stale or expired credits, recognition of work-based
learning experiences, and better utilization of the tremendous education benefit that
Michigan's businesses and labor unions have created for employees.
14. CONDUCT AN ANALYSIS OF HIGHER EDUCATION CAPACITY NEEEDS
During the next legislative session, the higher education community must conduct an
analysis of the emerging issues and special problems related to higher education human
resource and physical infrastructure capacity.
15. CREATE AN EMERGING ECONOMY INITIATIVE
The state and federal governments, universities, and private industry must boldly
•
invest in Michigan's Technology Tri-Corridor to support the research, development,
and commercialization of emerging technologies. This investment should promote
Center of Excellence partnerships in the Tri-Corridor; organize and fund public/
private partnerships among higher education institutions, private partners, and
venture capital funds in emerging economic sectors; and focus peer-reviewed and
applied research on projects with commercial potential.
Michigan must create a Twenty-first Century Research Fund that will give state,
•
institutional, and private sector researchers improved access to matching funds
for major research activities that align with the commission's commercialization
strategies.
16. COMMERCIALIZE MORE RESEARCH
•
Michigan's higher education institutions must make commercialization of research
an institutional priority and align internal practices and performance measures to
support it where appropriate.
•
Michigan's colleges and universities should establish their own venture capital
funds within their schools, colleges, institutes, and similar divisions to create
locally managed pre-seed funds that leverage the existing Smart Zones and business
accelerators.
•
Michigan's universities and community colleges must form networks to accelerate
applied research and business formation that leverage existing Smart Zones and
business accelerators.
17. ALIGN POSTSECONDARY EDUCATION WITH ECONOMIC NEEDS AND OPPORTUNITIES
The Michigan Department of Labor and Economic Growth must develop and make
•
available, by 2006, a more powerful and user-friendly system for linking job and
occupational data with job/career information and guidance at the community level.
The Michigan Department of Labor and Economic Growth must organize,
•
in conjunction with the postsecondary education community, a process for
communicating and reporting annually the match between current and emerging

•
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job and occupation needs and the efforts and outcomes of postsecondary education
institutions to meet those needs.
18. EXPAND THE ROLE OF HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS IN COMMUNITY
DEVELOPMENT
All higher education institutions must aggressively partner with their communities and
"cool city" commissions to develop and implement strategies and programs that leverage
their unique role. Prime among these are participation in local planning and development
policy shaping; partnering in mixed-use developments; enhancing art, culture, and
entertainment offerings; and using the physical and land assets of these institutions
creatively as locales or private sector development, incubation of firms, and housing.
The Lieutenant Governor's Commission on Higher
Education and Economic Growth report presents a
challenge to Michigan's residents, businesses, governments, and education: to set and achieve, within
the next 10 years, a new expectation for learning:
postsecondary education for all. While some of the
recommendations are expected to be implemented
in the near future, others will require years of sustained effort. The commission was undeterred by the
economic constraints currently plaguing Michigan. It
will now be up to the Michigan Legislature and the
governor to determine funding and changes in laws
to accomplish the recommendations of the Commission. Will Michigan fund a K-16 education system?
Will students accept the challenge of more education
and more rigorous courses? Will the employment of
an ACT or similar college test improve high school
education or narrow the curriculum?
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Note
1. The references in the Cherry Report were not

clearly linked to each bullet but the following
sources may be of interest:
National Science Board. (2004). Science and
engineering indicators--2004. Washington, DC:
National Science Foundation.
There are other references to
www.higheredinfo.org, and the Partnership for
Economic Progress, November, 2001.
The full report, including glossary and a selected
bibliography, can be viewed online at
http://www.cherrycommission.org
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